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Abstract 
The goal was to explore 1) what kind of attitudes boys and girls have towards reading during their first two school years, 2) what 
kind of reading material and teaching methods motivate boys as well as girls to read and study, and 3) how well young students 
are able to assess their reading competence. 563 children took part in the study. The girls had significantly more positive attitudes 
towards reading and they could significantly better assess their skills than the boys. To motivate all students to read teachers 
should find out what topics and genres of literature interest reluctant readers. 
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1. Introduction 
The European Union unveiled in September 2012 the final report of EU high-level group of experts on literacy 
(http://ec.europa.eu/education/literacy/what-eu/high-level-group/documents/literacy-report.pdf). According to the 
experts, the European Union needs to find new, more effective methods to improve the literacy skills of its citizens. 
Today, one in five 15 year olds and nearly 75 million adults, lack basic reading and writing skills. This makes it 
difficult for them to get a job and increases their risk of poverty and social exclusion. Androulla Vassiliou, the 
European Commissioner for Education, Culture, Multilingualism and Youth, says: We are living a paradox: while 
reading and writing are more important and relevant than ever before in the context of our digitized world, our 
literacy skills are not keeping up. We urgently need to reverse this alarming situation. Investments to improve 
literacy among citizens of all ages make economic sense, producing tangible gains for individuals and for society, 
adding up to billions of Euros in the long run. 
Education Ministers of the EU have set a joint target to reduce the percentage of 15 year olds with poor reading 
skills from 20% at present to 15% by the year 2020. Good literacy skills are crucial for improving people’s lives, 
and for promoting knowledge, innovation and growth. For that reason, Europe should aim for 100% functional 
literacy among all its citizens. The high-level group's report highlights a significant gender gap, with 13.3% of low 
achievers among girls compared with 26.6% for boys. In PISA 2009 in every country the number of boys in low 
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achievers group was higher than the number of girls. Also in Finland, where the students’ results in average were 
very good, girls performed significantly better than boys: 13% of boys and only 3% of girls belonged to the low 
achievers group. Similarly, while Estonian students as well had good results in the assessment, in Estonia 19% of 
boys and 7% of girls were low achievers. Also in those countries that had poorest results in the assessment, boys 
performed significantly worse than girls: in Bulgaria in low achievers’ group belonged 52% of boys and 29% of 
girls and in Romania 51% of boys and 39% of girls. (The final report of EU high-level group of experts on literacy, 
2012.) 
2. Boys reading attitudes 
Several studies have shown that gender differences are strongly associated with boys’ and girls’ different 
attitudes towards reading and writing. That is a consequence of gender dissimilarities in values, goals, and out-of-
school activities. (Välijärvi et al., 2007.) Since attitudes develop early in a child’s life, home has a central role in the 
development process. A positive reading environment at home supports the development of children’s positive 
attitudes. When children see their parents reading and writing they learn to understand that these activities are an 
essential part of human life. (Bråten, Lie, & Andreassen 1997; Neuman, Koh, & Dwyer, 2008.) At home children 
also adopt ideas of how central reading is in the life of different genders. If they see only their mother reading and 
writing they may start to think that these are feminine activities. In addition, parents’ expectations of the 
development of their sons’ and daughters’ reading skills may be different. They may regard it natural that girls learn 
to read more easily than boys. They may also expect that boys need more time in learning and have more negative 
attitudes towards reading than girls. (Baker & Wigfield, 1999; Millard, 2003.) 
Mata (2011) found that although kindergarten-aged children in average have high motivation for reading, girls’ 
motivation is significantly higher than boys’ motivation. However, there was no difference in girls’ and boys’ 
expectations of successful learning to read. According to the results of Mata’s study the importance of reading is the 
strongest motive – a child should value reading, want to explore different literacy situations, and have reasons to use 
reading in a meaningful way. The first school years shape children’s view of themselves as learners, and the 
experiences they have during these years have a far-reaching influence in their attitudes towards school and 
studying. Negative attitudes can lessen student’s motivation and harm learning. (Oxford, 2001.) What kind of 
picture children construct of themselves as learners is largely based on the feedback they get from their teachers. If 
they find learning easy and get experiences of success and positive feedback, their confidence in themselves as 
learners strengthen. (Cunningham & Cunningham, 2002.) As children become older the influence of peers increases. 
A student’s attitude towards reading and writing does not affect only his or her own engagement in literacy but often 
the literacy environment of the whole classroom. Especially negative attitudes are contagious. (Rhodes & Shanklin, 
1993.) 
Guthrie and Wigfield (2000) presented an “engagement model” of reading development. They say that the 
development of reading ability is closely linked to extensive engaged reading, that is, reading that the reader wants 
to do, that is done for a purpose and with motivation on the part of the reader. Motivation is a complex concept that 
includes enjoyment and self-efficacy. These are relatively stable characteristics of readers, although reading 
enjoyment is also related to enjoyment of a particular text or genre of reading. When reading narrative texts readers 
seek excitement, emotional relationships with characters, and aesthetic experiences. When reading information texts 
the goal is to get knowledge and find means to explain versatile phenomena. (Guthrie et al. 2007.) 
Researchers have examined issues of motivation for reading and reading achievement from different perspectives 
and with different methods. Chiu and McBride-Chang (2006) looked at gender differences in reading achievement 
and reading enjoyment using the PISA data set and found that enjoyment mediated 42% of the gender difference in 
achievement. Reading engagement or the time students spend reading for pleasure, has been found to be a strong 
correlate of reading achievement in a variety of studies. Consequently, it is important to improve boys’ reading 
engagement and increase the diversity of the texts students read at school. (Brozo, Shiel, & Topping 2008; Wigfield 
et al. 2008). Marinak’s and Gambrell’s (2010) study shows that although there is no difference in the boys’ and the 
girls’ self-concept as a reader, the boys value reading less than the girls. Boys’ low motivation to read seems be 
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strongly related to the value they place in reading activities. Boys who were average readers value less time spent in 
reading and in social interactions about books than girls with similar skills.  
3. Research method 
The study had three goals: 1) to explore what kind of attitudes boys and girls have towards reading during their 
first two school years, 2) to examine what kind of reading material and teaching methods could motivate boys as 
well as girls to read and enjoy the activities during reading lessons, and 3) to find out how well boys and girls are 
able to assess their reading competence. Altogether 563 children (281 boys and 259 girls) took part in the study. 
About half of them (267) had been studying for one month in first grade (136 boys and 131 girls) and the other half 
(296) in second grade (145 boys and 151 girls). At that time the students were 7–8 years old.  
To measure students’ attitudes towards reading we constructed a questionnaire including 17 questions for all 
students and five extra questions for second-graders. The first part of the questionnaires aims to measure students’ 
attitudes towards reading, the second towards studying, the third towards social reading, and the fourth students’ 
feeling of competence. The scale used in the questionnaire is a Likert-type 1–4. When answering a question the 
students ticked the one of the four teddy bears placed above the question that best illustrated his or her opinion about 
the asked matter. The very happy teddy bear (4) means that the student loves to do what he or she is asked about or 
considers it very easy, the smiling teddy bear (3) means he or she does it with pleasure or considers it easy, the tired 
and unhappy teddy bear (2) means he or she would not want to do it or considers it difficult, and the repulsed teddy 
bear (1) means he or she would hate to do it or considers it very difficult. As there are 17 questions in the first grade 
questionnaire the maximum score for first graders is 51. In second grade questionnaire the number of questions is 22 
and maximum score 66. The instruments have a very good internal consistency with Cronbach’s alpha of 0.90 in 
first-grade-version and 0.89 in second-grade-version. 
Results  
In first grade the boys’ opinions were significantly more negative than the girls’ (t= -4.81, p= .000). The mean 
value of the boys’ aggregated scores is 35.0 (SD 11.1) and of the girls’ scores 40.7 (SD 8.2). Seven boys (5%) and 
16 girls (12%) have maximum scores (51). In addition, 46 boys (34%) and 57 girls (44%) had almost as positive 
attitudes (40–50 scores). Only five boys (4%) and one girl (1%) had very negative attitudes (0–10 scores). In second 
grade the difference in the boys’ and the girls’ scores is not significant. The mean value of the boys’ aggregated 
scores is 47.4 (SD 11.4) and of the girls’ scores 50.1 (SD 9.6). Six boys (4%) and five girls (3%) have maximum 
scores (66). In addition, 32 boys (22%) and 52 girls (35%) had almost as positive attitudes towards reading (55–66 
scores). Only three boys (2%) and one girl (1%) had very negative attitudes (15–20 scores). 
The answers showed that in first grade the girls had significantly more positive attitudes towards reading than the 
boys (t= -4.24, p= .000) but in second grade the difference between the two genders was not as apparent (t= -2.41, 
p= .017). Almost half of the students (48%) love reading books in general. In second grade an eager reader was as 
often a boy (48%) as a girl (49%). However, in first grade only 38% of the boys but 59% of the girls had equally 
positive opinions about book reading. In first grade 10% of the boys stated that they hate it but in second grade only 
2% of the boys had equally negative opinions. In both grades 2% of the girls hated reading books. In first grade the 
difference between the two genders was significant (t= -4,22, p= .000). The boys had most positive attitudes towards 
reading comic books and non-fiction books. About 60% of the boys loved to read them. Although also many girls 
loved to read them, the number of comic lovers amongst them was smaller in both grades (48%, 42%).  
There are two questions the boys have in both grades answered much more negatively than the girls. In first 
grade 13% and in second grade 6% of the boys state that they hate getting books as a present. There are no girls in 
second grade and only 3% in first grade who have equally negative opinions about books as presents. The girls 
(64%, 63%) have also ticked the most positive alternative more often in both grades than the boys (47%, 41%). The 
difference between the two genders is significant (t= -3.85, p= .000; t= -4.85, p= .000). The other question is related 
to children’s willingness to read fairy tales. Many boys consider them as ‘girl books’ and 15% of them say that they 
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hate reading them. Only 3% of the girls in both grades have equally negative opinions about them. The difference 
between the two genders is significant (t= -5.47, p= .000; t= -4.71, p= .000). 
The students’ attitudes towards studying were slightly less positive than their attitudes towards reading. While in 
the reading attitude section the first-graders’ mean score of one question is 2.20, it is in this section 2.10. The second 
grade students’ mean score in reading section is 2.31 and in studying section 2.03. In first grade the girls had 
significantly more positive attitudes towards studying than the boys (t= -4.44, p= .000) but in second grade the 
difference between the two genders was not significant. More than half of the students (52%) in first grade loved 
reading ABC book. These students were significantly more often girls than boys (t= -3.70, p= .000). During the first 
months in first grade 61% of the girls and 44% of the boys say that they love to read it. It is worrying, however, that 
already after a few weeks in school 19% of the boys have found it to be awful. Of the girls 7% had had equally 
unpleasant experiences. The students in second grade were assessing their ABC book reading retrospectively. The 
boys’ and the girls’ memories were almost similar: 44% of the boys and 43% of the girls remembered that they had 
loved it. Also the number of the boys and the girls who had hated it were almost the same (13% and 11%).  
The first-graders liked doing exercises in literacy lessons more often than the second-graders: 39% of the boys 
and 57% of the girls loved doing these exercises. However, already in the autumn of first school year one quarter of 
the boys (24%) and 8% of the girls hated doing them. There is a significant difference between the two genders (t= -
4.12, p= .000). In second grade only 33% of the boys and 37% of the girls loved doing them and 33% of the boys 
and 18% of the girls hated doing them. The difference between the two genders was significant (t= -4.12, p= .000). 
In both grades the students liked reading homework even less than doing exercises in literacy lessons. In both grades 
the boys disliked them significantly more often than the girls (t= -4.33, p= .000; t= -2.34, p= .000). However, there 
were also students who loved reading at home what the teacher had given them as homework. In first grade 39 % of 
the students (30 % of the boys and 49 % of the girls) and in second grade 34 % of the students (30 % of the boys and 
38 % of the girls) loved doing it. In first grade one quarter of the boys (25 %) and 7 % of the girls hated doing it and 
in second grade 20 % of the boys and 11 % of the girls had equally negative opinions of doing it. 
The girls had significantly more positive attitudes towards social reading than the boys in both grades (t= -3.94, 
p= .000; t= -3.06, p= .002). In this section the students’ mean score of one question is in first grade 2.14 and in 
second grade 2.08. In both grades the girls found talking about books with other children more often pleasant than 
the boys (t= -2.66, p= .008; t= -2.05, p= .041). The girls’ opinions towards doing exercises with another student 
were also more positive than the boys’ opinions (t= -4.12, p= .000; t= -3.18, p= .002). Although there were boys 
who enjoyed it, 20 % of the boys in first grade and 11 % in second grade stated that they hated it. The second-
graders had most negative opinions about reading aloud and telling about a book in class. Only one quarter of the 
boys (25 %) and about one third of the girls (38 %) loved to read aloud in class. Many children (23 % of the boys 
and 12 % of the girls) found it frightening and therefore they hated it. Several previous studies have same kind of 
results (e.g. Eriksson, 2002; Gambrell, 1996; Merisuo-Storm, 2006.) Especially boys are often afraid that they make 
fools of themselves in front of their peers. Also in the present study the difference in the boys’ and girls’ opinions is 
significant (t= -3.20, p= .000). Those children who most enjoy telling about a book are most often the same who 
love to talk about books with other students.  
The means of students’ answers were highest in both grades (2.26; 2.34) in the feeling of reading competence 
section of the questionnaire. It shows that on average the students assess their reading skills to be good. There is 
only one same question in the two questionnaires: the students were asked if learning to read is/was easy. In first 
grade in the middle of the process there is very little difference in the girls’ and the boys’ opinions. Almost half of 
them (45% of the boys and 49% of the girls) find it very easy. However, 17% of the boys and 4% of the girls say 
that it is very difficult. In second grade 42% of the boys and 37% of the girls remember that learning was very easy 
and only 4% of the boys and 3% of the girls remember that they had had great difficulties in learning.   
In second grade the boys assess their reading skills higher than the girls. Most of the students (81% of the boys 
and 75% of the girls) stated that reading is very easy. Only 6% of the boys and 2% of the girls find it difficult or 
very difficult. About half of the students say that understanding the texts they read at school is very easy (54% of the 
boys and 49% of the girls). Only 13% of the boys as well as the girls find understanding difficult or very difficult. 
The students find most difficult remembering the contents of a text they have read. Only about one third of the 
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students (35% of the boys and 31% of the girls) think that it is very easy and one quarter (24% of the boys and 23% 
of the girls) find it difficult or very difficult.  
4. Conclusion 
The results show that the boys’ confidence in their own reading skills was high. A reading test conducted after 
the reading attitude measurement showed that they assessed their skills to be better than they actually were. The 
girls were able to assess their skills much more realistically. However, even though the boys’ feeling of reading 
competence was high, they valued reading less than the girls. The boys had most negative opinions about homework 
and exercises during literacy lessons. Consequently, it would be important to consider what kind of tasks would 
interest boys. The students should get individual tasks that are interesting and of proper level of difficulty. A large 
variety of different tasks motivates and also develops students’ skills broadly. Especially boys do not want to do 
tasks that they do not consider meaningful. Teachers could plan exercises and homework together with students. 
They may want to read e.g. articles in sport magazines, manuals of some device, TV-guides, Internet sites, or stories 
in comic books and do exercises related to them. These are reading material as well as books. Most important is that 
everyone reads something every day. Interesting tasks develop students’ reading skills and positive attitudes much 
more effectively than the tasks they find unattractive.  
Also EU high-level group of experts on literacy say that primary schools libraries need reading materials that are 
attractive and challenging for all age groups and that the students should be able to use ICT tools and digital reading 
in class and at home. In schools diverse reading material, from comics to set literary texts and e-books is needed to 
motivate all readers, especially boys. At home parents should create culture of reading for pleasure with their 
children. In addition, the group recommends that libraries should be located in unconventional places, such as 
shopping centres. Furthermore, boys need male role models to show them that also men value reading.  
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